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ARTICLE VIII. 



Account of a Tornado, which, towards the end of August 1838, passed 
over the suburbs of the city of Providence, in the state of Rhode 
Island, and afterwards over a part of the Village of Somerset. Also 
an Extract of a Letter on the same subject from Zachariah Allen, 
Esq., of the city of Providence. 

Communicated by Robert Hare, M.D., Professor of Chemistry in the 
University of Pennsylvania. Read October 26, 1838. 

I PROPOSE to lay before the Society, for a place in their Transactions, 
an account of a tornado which occurred in the state of Rhode Island, 
towards the end of August last. 

This phenomenon Avas first observed near Providence, over the south 
western suburbs of which it passed in a course generally from west by 
north, to south by east. Only a few days subsequently I visited some 
of the most remarkable scenes of its ravages. 

The characteristics of this tornado, from all that I could see or hear, 
are quite similar to those of the tornado which occurred at New Bruns- 
wick, New Jersey, in June 1835, and to which I referred in my paper 
upon the causes of tornadoes and water-spouts, published in the sixth 
volume of the Society's Transactions. 

This recent tornado was advantageously seen by J. L. Tillinghastj 
Esq. from a window of his mansion, which is so situated, on the brow 
of a hill on the eastern side of the city of Providence, as to afford an 
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unobstructed view of the country opposite. Mr Tillinghast alleges 
that his attention was at first attracted by seeing to the westward a 
huge inverted cone, of extremely dark vapour, which extended from 
the clouds to the earth. In the contortions and spiral movements 
of its lower extremity, this cone was conceived to resemble the 
proboscis of an enormous elephant, moving about in search of food. 
Sometimes it was elongated so as to reach the ground; at others 
it skipped over the intervening space without touching it; but at 
each contact with the terrestrial surface, or bodies resting thereon, 
a cloud of dust, intermingled with their fragments, was seen to rise 
within the vortex. To those who were sufficiently near to the meteor, 
a fearful explanation of these appearances was simultaneously evident. 
Ponds were partially exhausted. Trees uprooted or deprived of their 
leaves or branches. Houses were unroofed, or uplifted and then 
dashed to pieces. Farms were robbed of their grain, potatoes, fruit- 
trees or poultry : nor were human beings secure from being carried 
aloft, and more or less injured by subsequent descent. It was alleged 
that at Somerset two women were carried from a wagon over a wall, 
into an adjoining field. Within the same village a cellar door frame, 
with its doors bolted, was lifted, and then deposited on one side of its 
previous position ; although situated to windward of the mansion to 
which it belonged. This result was the more striking, because, in con- 
sequence of their presenting an inclined plane to the blast, the doors 
and their frames would have been pressed more firmly upon their foun- 
dation by an ordinary wind. In consequence of the same dilatation of 
the air within the house, which lifted the cellar door, the weather- 
boarding on the leeward side was burst open, while that to the wind- 
ward was undisturbed. 

About four o'clock on the afternoon during which this tornado 
passed near Providence, there was heard at the farm at which I resided, 
twenty-five miles south of Providence and about fifteen miles from 
Somerset, the loudest thunder which I ever heard. It made the house 
in which I was tremble sensibly. 

I have received from an estimable friend, Mr Allen, a most interest- 
ing account of this tornado, which passed over the river, and there 
produced the appearance of a water-spout, while he was sufficiently 
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near for accurate observation. In one respect his narrative tends to 
justify my opinion, that the exciting cause of tornadoes is electrical 
attraction. In two instances in which flashes of lightning proceeded 
from the water, Mr Allen remarked that the effervescence produced 
by the tornado in the water very perceptibly subsided.* 

Extract from a Letter written hy Zachariah Mien, Esq., of Providence. 

"It was about three o'clock, P. M., during a violent shower, that I 
observed a peculiarly black cloud to form in the midst of light, fleecy 
clouds, and to assume a portentous appearance in the heavens, having 
a long, dark, tapering cone of vapour extending from it to the surface 
of the earth. The form of this black cloud, and of the cone of vapour 
depending from it, so nearly resembled the engraved pictures of ' water 
spouts' above the ocean, which I had frequently seen, that I should 
have come speedily to the conclusion that one of these ' water spouts' 
was approaching, had I not been aware that this phenomenon occupied 
a space in the heavens directly above a dry plain of land. Whilst at- 
tentively watching the progress of the cloud, with its portentous dark 
cone trailing its point in contact with the surface of the earth, I no- 
ticed numerous black specks, resembling flocks of blackbirds on the 
wing, diverging from the under surface of the clouds, at a great eleva- 
tion in the air, and falling to the ground. Among these were some 
objects of larger size, which 1 could discern to be fragments of boards, 
sailing off obliquely in their descent. This alarming indication left 
no room for doubt that a violent tornado was fast approaching, and 
that these distant, dark specks were fragments of shingles and boards 
uplifted high ifl the air, and left to fall, from the outer edge of the 
black conical cloud. This fearful appearance was repeatedly exhibited, 
as often as the tornado passed over buildings. 

"The whirlwind soon swept towards an extensive range of buildings, 
within a few yards of me, the roof of which appeared to open at the 
top, and to be uplifted for a moment. The whole fabric then sunk 
into a confused mass of moving rubbish, and became indistinctly visi- 
ble amid the cloud that overspread it, as with a mantle of mist. 

* See Essay on the Cause of Tornadoes or Waterspouts in sixth vol. American Philo- 
sophical Transactions, or in Silliman's Journal, vol. 32, for 1837. 
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" The destructive force of the tornado now became not only apparent 
to the eye, but also fearfully terrific, from the deafening crash of break- 
ing boards and timbers, startling the amazed spectator in alarm for his 
personal safety, amid the roar of the whirlwind, and the shattered frag- 
ments flying like deadly missiles near him. At one instant, when 
the point of the dark cone of cloud passed over the prostrate wreck of 
the building, the fragments seemed to be upheaved, as if by the explo- 
sion of gunpowder, and I actually became intensely excited with the 
fear that the moving mass might direct its march toward the open 
area of the yard, to which I had resorted, after abandoning a building 
in which I had previously found shelter. 

" Fortunately the course of the tornado was not over the building used 
as a depot by the Stonington Railroad Company in Providence, where 
there was a numerous assemblage of passengers awaiting the departure 
of the cars ; otherwise several lives might have been lost. 

" The most interesting appearance was exhibited when the tornado 
left the shore, and struck the surface of the adjacent river. Being 
within a few yards of this spot, I had an opportunity of accurately 
noting the effects produced on the surface of the water. 

" The circle formed by the tornado on the foaming water was about 
three hundred feet in diameter. Within this circle the water ap- 
peared to be in commotion, like that in a huge boiling cauldron ; and 
misty vapours, resembling steam, rapidly arose from the surface, and 
entering the whirling vortex, at times veiled from sight the centre of 
the circle, and the lower extremity of the overhanging cone of dark 
vapour. Amid all the agitation of the water and the air about it, this 
cone continued unbroken, although it swerved and swung around, with 
a movement resembling that of the trunk of an elephant whilst that 
animal is in the act of depressing it to the ground to pick up some 
minute object. In truth, the tapering form, as well as the vibrating 
movements of the extremity of this cone of vapour, bore a striking re- 
semblance to those of the trunk of that great animal. 

"Whilst passing off over the water, a distant view of the cloud might 
have induced the spectator to compare its form to that of a huge um- 
brella suspended in the heavens, with the column of vapour represent- 
ing the handle, descending and dipping into the foam of the billows. 
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The waves heaved and swelled, whenever the point of this cone passed 
over them, apparently as if some magical spell were acting upon them 
by the eflfect of enchantment. Twice I noticed a gleam of lightning, 
or of electric fluid, to dart through the column of vapour, which served 
as a conductor for it to ascend from the water to the cloud. After the 
flash the foam of the water seemed immediately to diminish for a mo- 
ment, as if the discharge of the electric fluid had served to calm the 
excitement on its agitated surface. 

"The progress of the tornado was nearly in a straight line, following 
the direction of the wind, with a velocity of perhaps eight or ten miles 
per hour. 

"Near as I was to the exterior edge of the circle of the tornado, I 
felt no extraordinary gust of wind ; but noticed that the breeze con- 
tinued to blow uninterruptedly from the same quarter from which it 
prevailed before the tornado occurred. 

" I also particularly observed that there was no perceptible increase of 
temperature of the air adjacent to the edge of the whirlwind, which 
might have caused an ascending current by a rarefaction of a portion 
of the atmosphere. After passing over the sheet of water, and gaining 
the shore, 1 observed the shingles and fragments of a barn to be ele- 
vated and dispersed high in the air; and the dark cloud continued to 
maintain the same appearance which it at first presented, until it 
passed away beyond the scope of a distinct vision of its misty out- 
lines. 

"The above imperfect sketch can convey to your mind only a feeble 
impression of this exciting scene, which in passing before me excited 
just enough of terror to impart to the spectacle the most awful sense 
of the power, sublimity and grandeur of the Almighty, as described in 
the glowing words of the Psalmist. ' He bowed the heavens also, and 
came down ; and darkness was under his feet ; and he did fly upon the 
wings of the wind. He made darkness his secret place ; his pavilion 
round about him were dark waters and thick clouds of the skies.' " 



